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The Air Force’s highest military 
records review board has reversed an 
undesirable discharge given a young 
black airman from Washington who 
was assigned to “demeaning” tasks 
and prohibited from talking to anyone 
on his base because of his black activ- 
ism. 

In a strongly-worded opinion that 
cited the “utter frustration and power- 
lessness” of black airmen, the board 
said the Air Force had illegally dis- 
missed the airman on trumped-up 
charges of shirking his duty, and had 
subjected him to prolonged harass- 
ment because of his hairstyle and in- 
terest in African history. 

The board said it hoped the incident 
had prompted the Air Force to re- 


Black Activist 

examine its policies concerning black 
activism. 

In 1966, Charles E. Erby, a 21-year- 
old Southeast Washington youth, en- 
listed in the Air Force and in two 
years had become an honor graduate 
of a propeller repairman’s school and 
was named “Airman of the Month.” 

He received swift promotion to air- 
man first class and his commanding 
officers described him ; as a willing 
worker who was enthusiastic about 
the military. 

In 1968, Airman 1C Yusef R- Sudah, 
23, an intense black militant with a 
self-professed hatred for the military 
and a man who said he had “only con- 
tempt for America,” was undesirably 
discharged from the Air Force. 
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His superiors described 
him then as have a “soci- 
opathic personality” and 
being a “self-appointed legal 
protector of the Negro 
race.” 

Last week, the Air Force’s 
highest military records re- 
view board reversed the un- 
desirable discharge of form- 
er Airman 1C Yusef Sudah, 
now 27, who once was 
Charles Erby. 

It said that Sudah (Erby) 
had “suffered an injustice” 
because of his black activ- 
ism and that the Depart- 
" ment of the Air Force “can- 
not lightly brush aside the 
fact that the Air Force did 
not abide by its own regula- 
tions” in dismissing Sudah. 

Between his enlistment 
and his discharge, accord- 
ing to the review board, 
Sudah was subjected to a 
series of “demeaning” offi- 
cial actions, including a 
general order by a squad- 
ron commander that no one 
was to talk to Sudah and 
that he was to be assigned 
to latrine - cleaning and 
“dandelion-picking” details. 
Also a sergeant was as- 
signed to watch Sudah con- 


tinuously during duty hours, 
until the Young airman 
complained to an inspector 
general about it, according 
to the review board. The 
sergeant was instructed to 
make sure that no one 
talked to Sudah, the board 
said. 

Additionally, the board 
said, officers pressured 
Sudah to cut his Afro-style 
hair and someone took a , 
book on African history that 
Sudah was reading and 
threw it into a garbage can. 

The board said that squad- 
ron officials at Langley Air 
Force Base in Hampton, 

Va-, intentionally assigned 
Sudah to other punishment 
duties and then wrongly be- 
gan proceedings to dishonor- 
ably discharge him as a 
shirker and uncooperative 
enlisted man. 

Due to a keen desire to 
maintain his black identity, 
circumstances and factors 
were introduced which 
eliminated (Sudah’s) capa- 
bilities to progress i n his 
career field,” the Air Force 
Board for the Correction of 
Military Records said in a 
ruling issued Wednesday. 

The board was sharply 
critical of Air Force pro- 
cedures, and said it “cannot 
countenance the assignment 
of a noncommissioned offi- 
cer to accompany (Sudah) 
at all times to insure that 
that no one spoke to him 


and that he spoke to no 
one . . 

The board said it could 
not understand how some- 
one who had completed 
high school and college- 
level study, was an honor 
graduate of a technical 
school, was named Airman 
of the Month and who has 
no civilian police record 
could be adjudged unsuit- 
able and unfit for military 
service. 

“(Sudah) has suffered an 
injustice 'which warrants an 
immediate correction of the 
records,” the board ruled. 

Officials of the board yes- 
terday refused to comment 
beyond the 23-page opinion, 
which stemmed from a 
Pentagon hearing sought 
by Dennis M. Flannery, a 
volunteer lawyer for the 
National Capital branch of 
the American Civil Liber- 
ties Union- 

The board rfeused to re- 
lease the name of Sudah’s 
squadron commander at 
Langley at the time of the 
harassments, and a spokes- 
man for the Department of 
the Air Force said it would 
be “several days before the 
officer’s name could be lo- 
cated.” 

The board refused to re- 
evidence that disciplinary 
action had been taken 
against the squadron com- 
mander, or any other Lang- 
ley officers or noncommis- 
sioned officers involved in 
the Sudah case. 

Sudah declined to talk 
With a reporter yesterday. I 
He told Ralph Temple legal 
director for the ACLU, that 
he did not want to give Ahe 
impression that his case has 
changed the Air Force’s at- 
titudes toward black (activ- 
ism. 

ACLU Fund President 
David B. Isbell yesterday 
called the Air Force board’s 
ruling a “fair and insightful 
decision,” which he said was 
a “significant step in recog- ■ 
nition of the aspirations of 
black servicemen and 
women to their proper ident- 
ity role in the Armed Forces 
an in American life.” 

The Air Force board itself - 
said it hoped the incident 
had stimulated the Defense 
Department to re-examine 
its policies concerning black 
activism. 

The board urged an “in- 
creased understanding of 
the pent-up feelings of utter 
frustration and powerless- 
ness among the black air- 
men as (they) attempt to 
assert and maintain (their) 
identity in the armed 
forces.” 



